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Wherever the rainfall is ample, as on the lower slopes of the
mountains in Ecuador and Colombia, the natural vegetation con-
sists of forests, tropical at lower elevations and sub-tropical to
temperate higher up. The more or less populous plateau and
valley regions mentioned above were originally covered in the
main with grasses, and this circumstance not only favoured
settlement at the outset, but has also no doubt contributed to
the fertility of the soil and made possible the continuous culti-
vation of crops through several centuries.

The North-Eastern Andes pass into a region in which the
seasonal distribution of the rainfall becomes more and more
marked, and in which also there is a considerable variation in
the amount according to situation with reference to the pre-
vailing winds. Some parts, for example the low prolongation of
the Sierra de Perij a in the Goajira Peninsula and the valleys in
North-Western Venezuela, are distinctly dry, and their vegetation
resembles that of the north-eastern states of Brazil; other parts,
such as the northern slopes of the Venezuelan Andes and the
Island of Trinidad, receive more ample rains sufficient to sup-
port a forest cover in places. On the slopes towards the Llanos
of the Orinoco the Venezuelan Andes are poorly watered and are
covered more with brushwood than with forest.

As is well known, minerals have for centuries been a great
source of w-ealth in the Andes. Even now the existence of many
centres in the mountains depends solely upon the mining industry,
which will be dealt with in the following chapter. Yet, taken as
a whole, the great mountain system with its variety of soils and
climates contains a far greater pastoral and agricultural than
mining population. In pre-hispanic times the total number of
inhabitants was probably at least as great as it is now, and
mining was not then an industry of any importance. Thus there
are not a few centres and routes whose development can be traced
to the fundamental factors of topography, climate, and food
supplies. Among these, such are the border towns of Salt a and
Jujuy in Argentina, La Paz, Sucre and Cochabarnba in Bolivia,
Cuzco and Arequipa in Peru, Quito, Bogota and Caracas in the
Northern Andes. Every one of these is situated in the midst of
a relatively fertile tract, and five of them occupy commanding
positions with reference to lines of communication and intercourse.

Salt a and Jujuy are in especially productive valleys on the
line of oases leading from the plains to the Bolivian Plateau. La
Paz, itself in a river valley, controls the northward route by way
of Lake Titicaca into Peru and also the route by the gorge through
the mountains to the eastern valleys and slopes ; it is close to the
narrow neck between the open plateau to the south and the
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